













This paper draws on the author’s experience of a narrative inquiry project with young people who were designated within the policy context in Scotland as at risk of social exclusion and in need of ‘More Choices, More Chances’ (Scottish Government, 2010).  The project explored how the young people’s narratives of transition integrated the concept of ‘critical moments’ (Henderson et al., 2007), namely how the complex interplay between self and social structures was seen to be embedded at key transitional stages. The relevance of professional support was also examined through engaging with themes of identity construction and inclusion at these ‘moments’, and through highlighting choices and constraints to choice as the overarching theme.







The reflections within this paper emerge from my experience of a narrative inquiry project with young people who were designated within the policy context in Scotland as at risk of social exclusion and in need of ‘More Choices, More Chances’, a key area for intervention within the social justice agenda (Scottish Government, 2010). Supported transitions and sustained learning and employment opportunities are acknowledged as essential to creating an environment for disadvantaged young people that redresses the inequalities most associated with poorer life chances (Elsley et al., 2007). The term ‘sustained’ is used consistently within policy documents to highlight both the availability of resources and the need for continued support to maintain young people’s engagement with them.

Engaging with how young people experience transitional identities lay at the heart of this research.  ‘Identity is always producing itself through the combined processes of being and becoming, belonging and longing to belong’ (Yuval Davis, 2006: 201). The notion of ‘belonging’ - inclusion in family, community, social networks, mainstream society - is balanced with dimensions of ‘being’ - of resilience, individual capacity to engage with opportunities. The process of ‘adult’ identity construction is therefore characterized by the complex interplay of the individual with the changing ideologies of society (Ryan, 2010), and integrated with processes of social inclusion and exclusion (Thomson et al., 2004). 

‘Looked after’ young people (LAC) are identified as disproportionately vulnerable to ‘negative’ destinations on leaving care (Scottish Government, 2007); their lives are understood as complex and multi-faceted (Heath and Walker, 2012), often involving conflicted family relationships and lifestyle issues. In contrast to the normative experiences of most young people, characterized by acceptance by family and community of their need for prolonged support in achieving eventual independence, the transitions of LAC across Western societies are typically experienced as ‘accelerated and compressed’ (Wade and Dixon, 2006; Cunningham and Diversi, 2012). Paradoxically, therefore, those most likely to suffer multiple disadvantage are least likely to have developed the self-efficacy and social networks required to support the demands of the adult world, and are often ‘catapulted’ into it at a younger age. 
 
However, transitional pathways within the LAC group are variable depending on the degree of stability and support provided by a range of professional services (Elsley et al., 2007). Support and guidance within social work services for young people leaving care, such as residential care units, throughcare/aftercare teams, education, voluntary sector, are identified as particularly crucial to building their capacity to take up and sustain opportunities (Wade and Dixon, 2006), through offering time within a secure base to construct coherent understanding of the past and develop future orientation (Ferrari et al., 2010; Savickas, 2009).  

The research took place in two main strands - firstly individual interviews with three young people, all aged 16, involved with a voluntary agency offering specialised support, and secondly three focus groups of four young people involved with a range of social work services. The research question engaged with the concept of ‘critical moments’, defined as integrating the complex interface of intra-, interpersonal and structural factors (Henderson et al., 2007), exploring whether and in what ways young people’s narratives of transition reflected professional support as significant at these ‘critical moments’.  A range of visual methods were used to gather data. Analysis engaged with themes of inclusion and identity, identifying ‘choices and constraints to choice’ as the overarching theme. 

A further strand of the project involved presenting these themes through excerpts from the transcripts, alongside selected visual materials from the research, to relevant professionals as the basis for discussion within multi-agency practice development workshops.  

Aims of this paper

For the purposes of this paper I shall focus on the three individual interviews. Through examining the stages involved in this strand of the research I aim to illustrate my understanding of narrative inquiry as a transformative paradigm for research which is in synchrony with the overarching philosophy of social work practice, in its commitment to social justice for marginalised individuals and groups (Sanders and Mumford, 2008; Mertens and Ginsberg, 2008). Within this paradigm both substantive and participatory aims are examined as interlinking dimensions of an ethical framework which aims to contribute to a social justice approach (Guba and Lincoln, 2005). The visual methods chosen to enhance this approach are also interrogated with regard to their contribution to enabling and representing the young people’s ‘voice’ through narrative. The notion of researcher reflexivity is explored as central to both process and outcome, examining significant areas of ‘difference’, namely the ethical dilemmas emerging from the imbalance in power relations between researcher and researched. Some concluding reflections are offered with regard to the contribution of the whole project to a transformative agenda.
 
Narrative inquiry and social work

The choice of narrative inquiry connects strongly with my own ‘multi-layered’ narrative, as adoptive mother, social worker, counsellor, and practice educator. Within narrative inquiry the multiple identities of the researcher are understood as inseparable from the area of inquiry (Spector-Mersel, 2010; Riessman and Quinney, 2005). Therefore the values around social justice, deeply embedded within my ‘narrative of self’ (Holstein and Gubrium, 2000), require morally justifiable connections to be made between ethical dimensions of research activity and those within other roles. I understand social justice both in research and professional/personal contexts as the contribution made to social transformation by empowering and anti-oppressive approaches (Payne, 2006). 

Riessman identifies the universal activity of storytelling, in connecting in empowering ways with the heart of human experience, as central to the transformative values embedded within social work and equally transferable to the research domain (Riessman, 1993; Banks, 2006). ‘Narrative frameworks can honour social work values and ethics’ (Riessman and Quinney, 2005:394). These can be fully honoured by integrating ethical processes within a rigorous approach to the whole inquiry, through making connections between the promotion of ‘good’ for individual participants within their experience of the research process and beyond, and the enhancement of life chances, through meaningful outcomes, for the marginalised groups to which they belong (Mertens and Ginsberg, 2008; Liamputtong, 2007). In examining these connections the notion of authenticity emerges as central (Lincoln and Guba, 2005). 

In terms of ontological authenticity, the discourse of complexity within narrative inquiry is mirrored within current social work literature; both engage with key debates about the ‘truths’ which can be represented in human stories (Gray and Webb, 2010; Henderson, 2007). All ways in which human experiences are represented through stories are partial and limited (Daya and Lau, 2007) - and specific to place and time. The extent to which the researcher/social work practitioner and the narrator should be viewed as co-constructers of the narrative through relationship is similarly emphasised (Butler et al., 2007). Thus emphasis is given in both domains to ‘tactical authenticity’ - i.e. creating the most empowering environment possible for storytelling (Lincoln and Guba, 2005). The ‘shared space’ (Cross, 2009:101) is best constructed through trust-building, founded on processes of facilitation rather than interrogation (Cunningham and Diversi, 2012). 

In considering the complexities involved in building trust, the notion of narrative enshrines the recognition central to social work that human stories are positioned within social, institutional and political worlds and reflect deep inequalities (Daya and Lau, 2007). Therefore, in understanding both researcher and researched as located within discourses of power external to their relationship, differences in ‘position’ between researcher and research participants in terms of age, income, education, and social capital - ‘privilege’ - are regarded as highly significant within the research encounter (Symonette, 2009). The relatively powerless positioning of young people within institutions such as schools, social welfare departments, workplaces, which often leaves them vulnerable to the choices and decisions of others, is necessarily also embedded within the research relationship. This relationship is also influenced by dominant negative societal stereotypes, such as young people’s assumed disaffection from mainstream society and the risk they pose to law-abiding communities (Ryan, 2010). Furthermore contested and ambivalent notions of dependence, autonomy, competence and vulnerability must create tensions within any interaction (Thomson et al., 2004). 





Stanczak (2007:1) identifies the symbolic power of image to evoke experience: ‘Images convey’. I had often used a range of visual tools such as drawings, photos, collages, in teaching and counselling contexts prior to this research, and had experienced their power to evoke meanings, and to get in touch with feelings, beliefs and thoughts. Young people appear particularly engaged and stimulated by symbolic strategies, such as metaphor or visual arts (Geldard and Geldard, 2009). Similarly within the research domain images have come to be valued for their power to stimulate deeply personal interpretations (Rose, 2012). The original intuitive and affective dimensions of experience may be evoked through visual image, reaching the ‘non-languaged ways of knowing’ (Panhofer, 2011:462). Rose (2012:328) however highlights ethical concerns around visual methods in that ‘every research project must consider the particular circumstances it will encounter and create’. In this regard I needed to be aware of the potential sensitivities in seeking ‘languaged’ representations of the young people’s experiences through evocative methods. However visual image has been seen to empower those from disadvantaged groups through creating enhanced choice and control within the research process (Moss et al., 2007).  ‘Visual methods have a particular potential to give young people more control over the process of data generation, and to express themselves in a medium with which many appear to be particularly comfortable’ (Heath et al., 2009:116). In seeking sensitive stories image may be used effectively as an ‘externalising’ strategy (White and Epston, 1990). 





I will firstly present the significant processes and ethical issues at the preparatory stage for the three individual interviews. The context, content and relational process of the narratives will then be examined, offering ‘thick description’ (Ponterotto, 2006) through presenting selected extracts alongside the photographs selected by the participants. Excerpts from my reflexive diary will also be included. Ethical issues at the stage of analysis and representation will be discussed.
Preparation





The issue of how to make contact in an ethical way with young people defined as ‘in need of More Choices, More Chances’ was crucial. I wanted to reach those with interesting and evocative stories to tell about their experiences within social and institutional worlds, in which the discourse of exclusion was likely to be embedded. Due to the potential vulnerability of the young people concerned, their participation was negotiated with trusted professional partners who were working directly with them. Mertens and Ginsberg (2008) recognise the interaction with ‘gatekeepers’ as key to establishing trust with participants, an overlapping ethical process. However, seeking the ‘voice’ of young people directly was central to my research aims, as this may often be filtered or silenced by professional interpretations and institutional agendas (Heath et al., 2009). I sought to ensure that young people were not ‘pre-selected’ according to how the gatekeepers viewed who might be suitable; any pressure experienced by the young people due to their dependent position within the institution had to be minimised. Therefore the rationale for an open invitation to all potential participants was emphasised.  






Preliminary meetings were held individually within the support agency with the three volunteers, (given pseudonyms Anne, Brian and Cara for the purposes of confidentiality) in order that they should have the opportunity to meet me prior to giving consent. The nature of the contract between us should be as clear as possible before we embarked on a research relationship (SERA, 2005), considering particularly the importance of ‘voluntary informed consent’ where ‘respect for person, justice and equity’ is paramount (SERA, 2005:5). It was essential to offer reassurance that they would have the opportunity to check the transcripts and withdraw them at any stage. Other less explicit aspects of the contract made the issue of ‘informed consent’ more problematic - the notion of ‘informed consent’ within narrative inquiry has even been described as ‘oxymoronic’ (Josselson, 2007:540). I used the ‘3rd person’ ‘externalizing’ strategy to raise the issue of potential distress -‘I know a young person who got upset when she told a story about her past life’.  Anne responded with a smile, saying that telling painful stories while at the agency had been helpful in ‘making sense of things’. Brian brushed the issue aside without direct eye contact - I needed therefore to pay particular attention to his responses during the interview, reflecting on ‘possible assumptions I may make about ‘male’ responses to emotional expression’ (Reflexive journal). 

The absolute right to choose what they said in the interview and to withdraw at any time was stressed. They were given a letter, visually engaging and presenting accessible information, to take away and consider before committing themselves to the recorded interview and signing the consent form. I was aware that the momentum might be lost due to the shifting nature of their lives, but ‘taking this risk is absolutely essential’ (Reflexive journal).





Anne, Brian and Cara each chose to be interviewed on a one-to-one basis, within the support agency where a trusted adult of their choice would be available if required - in this way considerations of anonymity were again overtaken in the interests of offering a protective ‘space’. The familiar setting engaged them with ‘insider’ stories - the photos displayed around the walls of activities and people they knew sparked a sense of achievement, confirming my expectations around the importance of the relationship between internal and external ‘space’ (Cross, 2009). It also gave me, as the ‘outsider’, experience of ‘immersion’ in the context of their stories (Delamont and Atkinson, 1995). 








Having chosen three photos Anne referred to them frequently both verbally and through eye contact, establishing a circular pattern which enabled our ‘conversational moves’ (Hardin, 2003: 549). She often checked out my views on the photos, perhaps evaluating my ‘position’ in relation to her world: ‘Do you know X who I think of when I look at this? Have you ever been to a place like this?’ The ‘externalising’ approach to accessing her stories appeared less intimidating and more respectful than direct questioning. 


Figure 1 -The Party Girl 
         
Anne’s first choice of photo (fig.1) evoked a story which appeared to offer the starting point for an episodic representation of her ‘journey’ of transition. Riessman (1993) highlights the significance of key ‘turning points’ in narrative - moments in stories when the narrator signifies a radical shift in understanding herself and in the expected course of a life. Personal narratives are constructed through performative features that enable them to achieve identity. I was aware that the pressure to ‘perform’ within the context of the interview and the agency could be significant, and tried to convey openness through body language and verbal prompts.  

When I was 10 my mum and dad split up…I wanted to go with my dad but I couldn’t so I argued with my mum a lot…so I wanted out of the house and the friends I was with did all that partying…drinking…I started smoking hash when I was 12…I was the life and soul of the party. 

Anne may also have wanted to test our relative positions - would I demonstrate an ‘adult’ reaction such as disapproval or shock to her ‘party girl’ story? I sought to balance demonstrating acceptance of the validity of her ‘story’ as initially expressed with prompting exploration of the other interwoven stories, i.e.  ‘I’m really interested in what got you started on your ‘party girl’ story’. This prompt elicited a second story around a ‘crisis’ stage in conflicted relationships - highlighting the next turning point in the sequence. Plots constructed from disordered experience may give reality ‘a unity that neither nature nor the past possesses so clearly’ (Cronon, 1992:1349).

I got really out of control for a while….I wouldn’t come home until whatever hours in the morning…I was 13…I would run away….my mum then got social work involved. I got involved with X … (social worker) … an actual worker for me …I did a lot of work on growing up, realizing a lot of things I had to realize…that it wasn’t all just ‘cos I was bad…that I could pull myself out of it….I couldn’t blame my mum or scrounge off my dad all the time. 

In presenting a positive story of social work involvement I was aware of the potential here that Anne wished to ‘please’ me. Rather than taking up the cue to check out more specifically the role played by the social worker in this story I felt it important to respect the authenticity of Anne’s account, through highlighting the sense of momentum created within this narrative, and normalizing the shifts in her transitional identity. ‘Sounds like you felt that help made a difference in you sorting out who you were and where you wanted to go’.


Figure 2 - The Shadow in Dark Places 

Anne chose to present an intensely traumatic experience through the second photo (Fig. 2) - the image associated with feeling ‘unseen’, powerless, alienated - a ‘shadow’- during her experience of homelessness. 

Mum said she would chuck me out on my 16th birthday…that photo is all the dark places when I was really scared and I didn’t know how I was going to handle it on my own….people passed without seeing me.

Her obvious anxiety in recalling such traumatic experiences mirrored my anxiety on her behalf.  I was aware of the fine line between protection and respect for autonomy – should I interrupt or give up control? I chose to ‘let go’ and allow her to tell her story her own way and to manage the strong emotions it evoked. The ‘externalising’ medium of the image appeared to help her to do this: ‘I can see the shadow that was me, but it’s not dark like that now.’


 Figure 3 - Trust 

This photo (Fig.3) appeared to symbolise survival and growth - making sense of the past and hope for the future, perhaps ‘performing’ the now resilient and autonomous identity she wished to present to me. Did she also perhaps sense my own investment in a happy ending for her? 

         It’s about trust. A child’s hand holding a big person’s finger - now I can let go the finger -         
         I don’t need it.  

This image also appeared to construct her ‘exit’ narrative (Riessman, 1993). Significantly she chose to conclude her narrative through linking her growth in confidence with her capacity for trust in others, and through recognising the ‘circularity’ of this process in eliciting positive responses. 

 The school were brilliant too in the end…it was as if they trusted me to be more grown  
  up too. It felt like a new story.

In looking at the image together I was enabled to check out and reflect back the ‘new story’. ‘It sounds as if you feel you’ve got the support to let go a bit now’.

  Yeah I can look back and look forward. One thing I’ve learnt is that I can always come 









Figure 4 - The Clown 

Brian’s ‘entrance’ to his narrative of transition also involved a traumatic family event in early adolescence, when, aged 12, he left the family home with his mother and sister to live in a women’s refuge. The story associated with this photo highlighted Brian’s feeling of having little sense of choice and control at a time of significant disruption of school and community.  

      My mum couldn’t understand why I wouldn’t go to school…the times I went I just didn’t fit    
       in…I felt a freak…in the end they took my name off the list…I had to go to another school.

I chose to respond to the emotional rather than the factual content of this story - showing empathy - ‘that sounds like a scary story’ - rather than ‘investigating’ the ‘truth’ of his account, which risked reinforcing my adult/professional status and the loss of control embedded in the story. 

The photo Brian entitled ‘The Clown’ (Fig.4) evoked his experience of school in powerful ways and seemed to make sense of his behaviour in terms of identity construction – reflecting his need to become ‘visible’. 

          I felt alone and fogged up like that…nobody really saw me or how I felt. 

In looking back from his current position he appeared to understand his behaviour as reflecting his search for a sense of belonging. The image of the clown symbolised the paradox of how his apparent ‘choice’ of identity resulted in constraints to choice.

      I can see now I became the class clown - it’s easier looking back, isn’t it? I could choose to be a real pain in the  
     neck … at least everyone noticed me then. I still felt sort of alone - it was my way of saying ‘You can put me 




Figure 5 - Thrown in the Deep End 

Brian used the photo above (Fig.5) to continue the sequence around his sense of belonging, reflecting on his current experience within the personal development group at the support agency. Similarly to Anne he was also able to make links with past experiences of exclusion, and highlight how an effective balance of challenge and support from professionals offered him new choices.

For a while I didn’t fit anywhere but then the social worker got in touch and suggested this group…I had never had the confidence before but once I came here it felt different. I could see everyone else was nervous and scared like me but nobody put me down….the things I got to do were amazing - even abseiling though I hate heights. We were ‘thrown in the deep end’ but we could choose what we wanted to do first and join up with someone else who was scared. 





Figure 6 – The key
Cara’s experience was similarly one of ‘accelerated and compressed’ transition, having run away from her home aged 15 following the sudden death of her grandmother, who had cared for her since early childhood due to her parents’ substance misuse.  She had lived ‘rough’ for several weeks before being referred to the support agency by her social worker. In her ‘entry’ narrative she saw this move as ‘the key’ to ‘where I can go next’.  

With this image (Fig.6) in front of her she visualised future ‘themes, plots and drama’ (Bamberg and McCabe 1998: iii) around possible jobs, places to live and new relationships, often looking at me for a reaction (perhaps predicting dismissive or protective comments). I hoped that by following her down her ‘associative trail’ (Riessman, 1993) her assumptions about my responses to her experience might be challenged. Interestingly she checked out the level of control she had over this process, particularly in terms of ‘where to stop’ with her stories, referring to her choice of ‘Roller Coaster’ - ‘I think this will be the last one - is that OK?’


Figure 7 – Roller coaster

Cara seemed to choose here to link the past with the present, to bring a measure of coherence to her stories through exploring and expressing the emotional dimensions of her ‘journey’, interestingly assuming this was expected of her in this context.











Several questions were uppermost in my mind throughout the research process: Could my research be seen as another example of the ‘transformative intellectual come to save the oppressed’? (Lather, 2005: 681). Am I engaging with the discourse of research as an ‘academic game’?  In other words, could I justify at every stage that engaging the young people with participating would be likely to benefit those individuals in terms of enhancing their self-efficacy within the world of ‘adult’ demands and complex power relations? Would others in similar situations also benefit through transferring key messages from the research to those with professional responsibility to help them?

As noted earlier, at the heart of this research lay the aim to improve support for disadvantaged young people through representing their stories to relevant professional groups directly as well as through scholarly publications. Evoking the deeply personal issues within the stories of the young participants could only be justified on that basis. However, powerful debates emerged within the professional workshops around how they understood the relationship in data gathering between the ‘realities’ of lives lived, as perceived through the professional ‘lens’, and the ways in which the young people’s lives were told within the specific relational context of the research (Henderson et al., 2007). I therefore had the responsibility to engage professionals with the significance of ‘narrative’ rather than ‘factual’ truth i.e. what held authentic meaning for the young people around ‘critical moments’ in growing up, their ‘private logic’ (Savickas, 2009:187).   

It was in this attempt to engage professionals with authentic representation of the young people’s stories that the benefit for the young people themselves emerged more fully. It is of course difficult to predict any lasting impact, but, as previously noted, it was interesting that Anne, Brian and Cara had highlighted that telling ‘growing up’ stories enabled a process of ‘standing back’ and understanding past experience. I observed their growing capacity to construct coherence in relating their ‘journeys’ of transition, to develop ‘time perspective’ (Savickas, 2009), enabling hope for the future to be built - ‘a perspective that connects the recollected past and the experienced present with an expected future result’ (Ferrari et al., 2010:62). In debating this notion of ‘time’ as significant, professionals were able to engage with the narrative approach as holding the potential to avoid reinforcing the young people’s experience of ‘accelerated and compressed’ transition - through responsiveness to young people’s agendas rather than the demands of professional ‘systems’ and ‘targets’.

Creative approaches to engaging young people and also to rendering their narratives more ‘visible’ to professionals appeared significant throughout.  In the interviews the photos appeared to facilitate free association, reduce my influence and ‘mirror’ the complexity of the stories, while offering a protective and externalising strategy for the young participants (White, 1990). In the professional workshops the photos played a key role in evoking the power of the young people’s stories, and were also seen as transferable to practice contexts, an additional resource for direct therapeutic or guidance work.  
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^1	  ‘Picture This’. St. Luke’s Innovative Resources. Bendigo. Vic 3550. Australia. Permission granted for use in this research.
